Selfish and irresponsible 


Chapter 1: Matthew 


Matthew and Julia's place was a two-bedroom apartment, one room for the parents 
and one for their two little daughters. Through the kitchen window, Matthew was looking at 
children playing in the nearby park. 

Spring had just arrived. The end of a long tunnel that had started more than a year 
ago. During winter, curfews and lockdowns had followed each other without respite. Julia 
had been put on partial leave by her work. Even though the state compensated her financially, 
she still earned less and this had started to become a real problem for the family's finances. 
But above all, it was the boredom and the discredit associated with being told that she was 
not useful enough to work, which were difficult to cope with. That she had to be put on 
forced leave, while the adults were dealing with the real problems. This had been hard for 
Julia. She was circling in their apartment all day, locked inside, her mental health 
deteriorating week by week. 

And as if it wasn’t enough, a new lockdown - the third - had just been announced. 
When the verdict was delivered, Matthew felt Julia freeze next to him. He would have even 
preferred to see her screaming at the top of her lungs. She looked like she wanted to give up. 
She mechanically went back to the kitchen to finish washing away some dishes. He joined 
her and tried to be reassuring : 

“Tt won't be the same this time, Julia!” 

“You don't understand Matthew,” she said, with distress in her voice. “I'm going to... 
I'm going to explode, I can't take it anymore.” 

She continued: 

“This is not a life. Masks, papers, unemployment. I've had it up to here. I no longer 
want to move forward.” 

“I swear to you that we will manage,” Matthew said in a reassuring tone, taking her in 
his arms. “We'll go to the beach on Sunday. It will be just like the good old times.” 

He felt that he had managed to calm her down. Going to the beach on the weekend was 
normally their favorite outing. 


“Do you think we can?” Julia asked with a small voice. 
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“T'm sure we can,” Matthew said in a decided manner. 

In reality, he had no clue whether they could do that. He had a slight doubt about the official 
date of the transition from curfew to lockdown, during which the beaches would be closed. 
But he figured that would be a problem for later. 

This is how Matthew found himself preparing for an outing to the beach on the eve of 
the third lockdown. He stopped staring at the window and started to gather what they needed 
for the beach. He had taken their plastic cooler out of the cellar. He grabbed biscuits from the 
kitchen cupboard. He collected a bottle of soda for the girls, and a bottle of rosé wine for him 
and Julia from the fridge. It had been waiting in the kitchen for months - they hadn't really 
had the chance to drink it. Matthew and Julia hadn't had dinner with friends since last 
summer. 

Next door, the girls were screaming and playing between the living room and their 
bedroom. This morning, the youngest had cried. She was afraid that she would not be able to 
go to school anymore. During the first lockdown, she really enjoyed the first week, spent in 
her pajamas watching television. But very quickly, she felt disturbed. She was four years old, 
the age when you make your first friends. She had convinced herself that her friends no 
longer wanted to see her, and that it was the reason why there was no more school. Julia had 
tried to explain to her that no one was going to school, she kept thinking that all her friends 
were there playing without her. She could no longer sleep and cried often. It was terrible. 
Matthew eventually managed to find a teleconsultation with a child psychiatrist, but it was 
not of much use through the computer screen. After a few weeks, the panic attacks had 
stopped on their own, but Matthew and Julia were worried of a deeper impact. Matthew 
thought about all this while looking at the girls running after each other in the small living 
room of the apartment. 

In addition to supporting Julia and the girls, Matthew had his own problems, his own 
worries. He had taken it upon himself to keep calm, and focused on running the house and 
continuing to perform at work. He couldn't afford to slack off; his sector, aeronautics, was 
suffering and some economic layoffs were surely going to happen in his medium sized 
company. 

The cooler was ready. Through the window, the smell of the flowering trees from the 
park across the street wafted into the kitchen. Matthew was happy with this outing, with this 
temporary normality that they would return to, one afternoon before diving back into 
lockdown. To think that before it all started, being able to leave the house and move around 


without control was not the exception, but the rule. 
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“Come on, girls, let’s go! Let’s go to the beach!” exclaimed Matthew cheerfully as he 
bursted into the living room, where the two sisters were playing together. He opened the front 
door of the condo. “Come on, let’s grab the bags and the cooler!” The girls ran towards the 
hallway, in a tornado of games and shouts, stopped to pick up the bags and went to call the 
elevator. 

As he left, Matthew turned to his wife, who had the keys in her hand. Julia was 
smiling at him - the same smile and the same look that she had on their wedding day. A 
mixture of affection and admiration. For the first time in months, Matthew was feeling good. 
They went out with Julia, closed the door and left to join the girls who were already in the 
elevator. 

The trunk was loaded, the girls and Julia seated in the car. Matthew closed the trunk 
and got into the family car. The automatic garage door opened, gradually revealing the sun's 
rays. This contrasted with the damp darkness of the parking lot. Matthew pushed the car up 
the slope of the parking lot, going from shadow to light. He felt a taste of freedom. He turned 
off the radio, after a tacit agreement with Julia. On the radio they were talking in a loop of the 
upcoming lockdown. Instead, he turned on the CD player, with a compilation of Bob Marley. 
Julia and Matthew opened their windows to let in the warm spring air. Julia had even put on 
her sunglasses. Between this, the cooler and the beach towels in the trunk, they had forgotten 
about the upcoming lockdown and all their worries. It was almost too good to be true. 

Matthew drove for fifteen minutes before arriving in sight of the beach and the 
outdoor parking lot. Sand lightly covered the ground, and had almost erased the white lines. 
The parking lot was empty compared to usual. Matthew felt that Julia was a little anxious. 
“Are we even allowed to do this?” she seemed to think. 

Even Matthew began to doubt, even though he had checked five minutes before 
leaving that the lockdown did not begin until the next day and that they had the right to go to 
the beach. To reassure Julia as well as himself, he took a confident tone: “Of course we have 
the right. People are asking themselves the same question, that’s why they didn’t come. So 
much the better, we will have the beach to ourselves!” 

And indeed, once the car was parked, they saw the stretch of sand in front of them 
almost deserted. A few scattered groups were installed (“At least we are not the only ones 
here,” thought Matthew), but the beach was almost theirs. 

Before setting out on the sand, Matthew and Julia hesitated for a second. A large sign 
posted at the entrance to the beach reminded people of the obligation to wear a mask. 


Obviously this made no sense: this beach was empty. And even when it was full, you were 
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never in very close contact with foreigners on the beach. But the mask was still mandatory. 
Matthew looked at Julia and nodded. 

“Might as well do things right,” he told her. 

“Girls, let’s put on our masks,” said Matthew in an authoritarian tone. “We’ll take 
them off for the picnic.” 

It was painful for him to force his daughters to cover their faces, especially to walk on 
an empty beach. But the fear of authority had been so ingrained in them since the start of the 
first lockdown that he still preferred that over breaking the rules. He had the feeling that 
going without a mask on the beach would cost him a superhuman effort, having to fight 
against his fear and his herd instinct. Matthew, Julia and the girls began walking on the 
beach. It was a curious scene, the woman, the man and the two girls with their cooler and 
their beach toys, and at the same time their masks which suggested some kind of chemical or 
radioactive contamination. They walked about ten minutes to find a quiet spot, far from other 
groups. 

They put down their bags and took out the towels, which they placed facing the sea. 
The sun sparkled on the azure blue of the sea, the surface of which was rippled by a few 
waves. Once settled, the girls screamed to take off their masks. Julia looked at Matthew, as if 
to say “Come on, we have the right to take them off’. Matthew, not without instinctively 
looking around, nodded. The girls screamed with joy. Matthew opened the cooler and took 
out the biscuits, the soda and the bottle of rosé. At least they had a good excuse to take off 
their masks. 

The girls were soon busy building sandcastles with their plastic buckets and rakes. 
Matthew and Julia took the opportunity to lie down on the towels, close their eyes and enjoy 
the sun which warmed their faces now uncovered. No need to worry about the girls, who 
could be heard playing a few meters away. Only them, and the sound of the waves which 
gently broke on the shore. Matthew and Julia were holding each other's hand. No matter the 
year of hardship that had passed, no matter the lockdown to come. Only the present moment 
mattered. 

Suddenly, the youngest of the girls pulled Matthew's arm: “Daddy, daddy. There are 
bad people coming! she said with a worried voice in her childish language. 

Matthew was roused from his drowsiness almost instantly, and sat up. The first thing he heard 
was the sound of many people trudging through the sand. Matthew turned his head, and 


contemplated a very strange sight. 
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About fifteen menacing black figures were walking in a line across the beach. It 
seemed like they were sweeping the beach so as not to leave any exit door, heading towards 
them. Above all, most of them had handguns at their belts or assault rifles in their hands. 
Matthew was seized with panic, followed almost immediately by the awakening of his 
protective instinct towards his family. 

This lasted for only a brief moment, before he realized by reading the logos on their 
black jackets that this armed gang was actually a police squad. Panic gave way to more 
reasoned concern. The girls came and snuggled between him and Julia. 

“Dad, who are those people? They’ re scary,” asked the eldest. 

“It’s just the police, my darlings. You don’t have to worry, they’ II just talk to us,” 
replied Matthew. 

But he would have had a hard time explaining to her why fifteen policemen with 
assault rifles were needed to be able to talk. 

“Gentlemen, ladies, hello.” The police had surrounded them, and their leader was 
speaking with a dull and authoritarian voice to the little family. 

Seen from the outside, the scene was striking. The group of policemen, standing, 
armed, dressed in black, masked, surrounding the four small figures, seated on their beach 
towels with their plastic toys. They looked so vulnerable. Matthew felt crushed by their 
numerical superiority. 

“Hello,” Matthew tried, trying to show confidence. He wanted to seem like he was 
sure that they were within their rights being on this beach. 

“Masks”, said the chief of gendarmes in a dry tone. 

Matthew and Julia looked at each other, taken aback. What was he talking about? Seeing their 
surprise, a subordinate made the effort to clarify: 

“Wearing a mask is mandatory in public spaces. It’s a fine of one hundred and 
thirty-five euros if you don’t have it.” 

“So that was it? thought Matthew. “What’s the purpose of controlling mask-wearing on a 
deserted beach? It makes no sense.” 

Matthew tried to defuse the situation. “We are sorry”, he said, because he knew he 
had to humiliate himself a little in front of them. “We have our masks, he continued, pointing 
to the four pieces of fabric placed in a bag. We just took them off to eat a little”, Matthew 
clarified, pointing to the food and drinks. But Matthew didn't know he had just shot himself 
in the foot. The police leader stared aggressively at the bottle of rosé, that Matthew had taken 


without much afterthought when he was gathering things in the kitchen. 
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“Is that alcohol, sir?” asked the subordinate with the same authoritarian tone in her 
nasal voice. 

“Yes,” Matthew replied a little stupidly. And he added, without thinking too much 
about it: “It’s not forbidden as far as I know? 

“As a matter of fact. it is, sir. I find you a bit too confident for someone who is 
breaking several rules simultaneously.” 

“We will have to take action. For masks, we are still teaching rather than punishing. 
But with two infringements, we are forced to do something.” 

“Teaching”, Matthew thought bitterly. They added contempt to violence. He and Julia 
felt the girls cuddling against them. 

“But we are alone on this beach! It doesn't hurt anyone!” 

“Tell that to the people in intensive care at the hospital, sir.” 

What was the link?, thought Matthew. As if there was a cause and effect relationship 
between his family being alone on the beach without masks and people getting sick enough to 
go to the hospital. This new logic made no sense and yet was so hard to refute. He thought of 
rebelling, of shouting all his anger, of telling them that they were nothing without their 
badges and their weapons. But he knew very well that any rebellion would be futile. He no 
longer had human beings but machines facing him. He preferred to cut short this discussion. 

“Alright. Give us our fines,” he said coldly. “I imagine you will be happy like that.” 

It was his only way to keep them in check: to accept the punishment willingly, and to show 
them all his contempt without crossing the red line which would have given them more 
power than they already had. 

“I am simply applying the law, go and write to the Prime Minister if you are not 
happy,” said the leader, while his subordinates scribbled the fines on their books. “Usually we 
prefer pedagogy, but with infringements regarding alcohol and masks it’s just not possible,” 
he repeated. 

Matthew looked at the paper handed to him by one of the policemen. Two fines of a 
hundred and thirty-five euros. It hurted. A lot. But for now, anger and frustration still 
dominated him; he would have time to think about how to make ends meet later. Matthew 
had rarely experienced such humiliation, even more so in front of his family. The worst part 
was that he couldn't say anything. In silence, Matthew and Julia waited for the horde to leave. 
“Come on kids, let’s go.” But the liveliness and enthusiasm had disappeared from his voice. 

They got up and put their things away, without saying a word. They walked back to 


the car in silence. Matthew made the gestures mechanically, without thinking. The girls asked 
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him why? Why did we get a fine? What could Matthew answer to this? Because it was bad to 
be on the beach? To exist? To breathe? He couldn't bring himself to tell his daughters that. He 
remained silent. 

They arrived home. He took out a board game to keep the girls busy. Ten minutes 
later, they had already forgotten the incident on the beach. Children are resilient, he thought. 
Matthew went into the bathroom. He held the edge of the sink and looked at his reflection in 
the mirror. He had tears in his eyes. He felt that he had failed in his task. He couldn't protect 
his family. It was stupid, but that's how he felt. Suddenly, Julia came to find him. She took 
him in her arms, as if saying “I know you think you failed us; but I know that you did 
everything possible, and I am still happy that you took us to the beach today.” It is this look, 
this mutual understanding, which gave Matthew the strength to swallow his tears and move 
forward. And slowly he saw the reflection of his face regaining composure in the mirror. But 
internally, the humiliation he suffered remained, and he knew that one day or another he 


would find a way, even symbolic, to show his opposition to this absurd health policy. 
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Chapter 2: William 


This morning, as usual, William was arriving on foot to the fire station. The large 
garages which sheltered the firetrucks dominated a vast courtyard, and could be seen from 
outside through a large metal gate. 

With nearly thirty years of service and retirement approaching, William felt 
completely at home everytime he passed the gate of the fire station. For him, this place meant 
colleagues and friends, as well as duty: almost his whole life was there. He whistled a tune as 
he entered the station, greeting the young fireman who was standing at the entrance. 

- “How is it going, boy? he said with a big smile. 

“Good, how about you, William?”, the fireman replied, without his usual enthusiasm. 

William felt him reserved. Ordinarily, the fireman would have responded with 
something along the lines of “And you, old man, looking for your wheelchair?” or another 
good-natured joke. But William shrugged it off and entered the station. 

While staring at the garages, he reminisced about the last two years. He thought of the 
start of the pandemic and the first lockdown. Back then, people still believed in those videos 
from China showing people collapsing in the street under the effects of the virus. In the early 
days of March 2020, everyone was terrified. But he had answered the call. Despite the fears 
and the concerns of his wife, Annie. William was proud to have stood his ground despite the 
risks involved. 

They had less work than usual during the lockdown. The number of calls had 
decreased. People were so afraid of overloading the emergency services that they no longer 
dared to call for help. On the other hand, lockdown had given them a more social role. The 
people they visited while on duty were locked up in their homes without seeing anyone, so 
when the firefighters came by, they relished the human contact. They had even started to 
bring groceries to elderly people who were afraid of leaving their homes. All in all, he 
retained from this time in lockdown the feeling of duty accomplished. 

William headed towards the inner part of the station. In front of the mess, a young 
firefighter was sweeping the floor. He responded vaguely to William's greeting before turning 
around and continuing his work. On his right, William waved at his friends who were in the 


non-commissioned officer's rest room. 
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"Hello everyone!” he exclaimed. 

A half-hearted “Hello William” was the only response to his greeting. Enough is 
enough, thought William. Why were they all so dull today? But William didn't have much 
time to think about it. He had come to the station with a specific goal. Henry, the commander, 
had summoned him for an interview, and he was late. He headed towards the stairs that led up 
to Henry's office. 

Interviews with the commander generally revolved around administrative matters, 
promotions or sometimes a small service that Henry asked of his men, like participating at a 
commemoration ceremony. He entered the room and presented himself in front of Henry, 
who was reading at his desk. The room was sober, with bare walls apart from a few scattered 
pictures of firetrucks. 

He had known him ever since Henry was a young firefighter. William had trained 
him, helped him grow. When he started to rise in rank, William had encouraged and 
supported him. He was proud to see the station run by someone to whom he had taught the 
trade, and who looked upon him as a mentor. Their relationship was very strong, almost filial, 
even if William was ultimately only ten years older. 

When Henry detached himself from his bundles of administrative paper and his eyes 
went back to William, the atmosphere changed. There was harshness in Henry's face. 

“Sit down, William.” 

Henry looked at him for a long time. It seemed as if the commander, by the intensity of his 
gaze, wanted to prepare him mentally for their conversation. 

“You know why I have summoned you to today, William” 

William looked at him. He was sincerely surprised by Henry’s tone and didn't know what he 
was talking about. He had the impression of being a turbulent child facing the admonitions of 
his parents. The feeling was unpleasant. 

“No,” William said, with a hint of a smile, which was his way of defusing the tension 
he felt between them. 

“William, I left you as much time as possible. But today’s the deadline, and you still 
haven't regularized yourself. Do you know what that means?” 

Only then did William begin to understand. He was speaking of the vaccine 
certificate. Indeed, the deadline to obtain a certificate was imminent. Sure, he vaguely knew it 
would be mandatory, but what was really forbidden at the station? This happened every day, 


not respecting intervention procedures, using equipment that was no longer up to standard... 
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William had simply never imagined that this certificate would be taken seriously. But seeing 
Henry's look, he felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. He was serious. 

“T take it you haven’t changed your mind?” Henry asked. “And that you are going to 
continue your little whim? Do you think I like it, having to kick you out?” 

William didn't have time to open his mouth. In fact, he had no clue. There was only a 
fraction of a second between the moment he understood what this was all about, and the 
moment Henry's last reply had hit him like a truck. He didn’t know whether he wanted to 
change his mind with his choice, but the violence of this discussion had been enough to 
antagonize him and convince him not to. 

“Are you going to... are you really going to do this to me?” 

That's all William managed to say, overwhelmed by emotion. 

“You are doing it to yourself, with your silly behavior.” 

William looked him in the eyes, wondering if it was really the Henry he had known since he 
was a child who was speaking like this. But as he stared into his steely gaze, he had the 
impression of seeing a hermetic barrier raised between their souls. 

“I'm going to ask you to empty your locker and to leave the station. At four o'clock I 

want you gone. 

William might as well have had his death sentence pronounced. He headed towards the exit, 
shaking. Arriving at the end of the corridor, as he pushed the door that led to the staircase, he 
tried one last glance towards the office. Henry was looking at him. His voice slightly 
quavering, showing a fragility that contrasted with the rest of the interview, he said : “I’m 
sorry William! I'm sorry! I wish things were different.” 

As a matter of fact, it was breaking Henry’s heart. He had been as harsh as he found 
the decision to be difficult. He knew that if he showed himself to be human, he would have 
broken down in front of William and would not have been able to go through with it. “And 
how am I going to manage the schedule?” he wondered at the same time. They could get by 
without William, but he would surely have to blow up some holidays and ask for additional 
rotations to fill the holes. He thought back to the words of his superiors. “Laying off the 
unvaccinated will have no operational impact,” they had said. “It’s not you who manages the 
schedule in a real station and has one of his guys taken away, sweetie.” he thought. William 
had just gone outside, and rays of light penetrated into the gloomy corridor. The door closed 


gently, and cut the rays one by one until the corridor fell back into darkness. 
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William went back down, still struggling to absorb the shock. Getting kicked out of 
the station? It was such a powerful concept that he could not yet grasp what was happening to 
him. 

As he passed by the rest room again, Benjamin, one of his closest colleagues, grabbed 
him by the arm and gently pulled him towards the entrance of the room. Around the coffee 
table, some of the most influential firefighters in the station were gathered, looking serious. A 
real war council. Benjamin was the first to speak: 

“Okay, William. We all know why the boss called you today. And we cannot accept 
this. So we thought of a plan to get you out of trouble.” 

This speech from Benjamin was a wake-up call for William. If the guys from the station were 
standing behind him, nothing could happen. And if they all refused to work if he was kicked 
out of the station? Having the emergency center no longer operating was not an option, and 
they would be forced to reinstate William. Confused images of picket lines and victorious 
confrontations with imaginary superiors flashed through his mind. But he quickly became 
disillusioned as Benjamin laid out his plan. 

“You haven’t changed your mind?” asked Benjamin. 

William looked around at the concerned faces of each of his colleagues. The news of his 
dismissal had upset him so much that he felt incapable of remembering why, in the first place, 
he had not taken the step of vaccination. The reasons came back to his mind one by one. 

Initially, it was simply because he had recovered from covid just before the start of the 
vaccination campaign. He suspected an ambulance transport of a fifty-year-old lady who was 
constantly coughing. William had stayed with her in the back ambulance to reassure her 
while they drove to the hospital. At the second or third coughing fit, he had thought “This 
one's for me.” And a few days later, the illness broke out. But he cleared the symptoms very 
quickly, and was back on his feet less than ten days after the incident began. He had been told 
a thousand times that being naturally immunized did not mean being vaccinated. Slowly at 
first, then hysterically. Soon enough, he stopped arguing. After all, he was just a stupid 
firefighter, not a doctor or a scientist: at least, that's what he was told all the time when he 
argued that his natural immunization was worth a vaccine shot. But he kept the bitter feeling 
that the vaccine certificate remained a certificate of good conduct rather than a tool sincerely 
designed to fight the virus. 

William had always hated what he viewed as injustice, especially the power exercised 
without constraint by the strong over the weak. And that’s exactly how he had experienced 


the Head of State's speech, which explained that he would deprive the unvaccinated of access 
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to public places. This had definitely confirmed his decision. He looked at the guys sitting 
around the table, and shook his head. 

“Well, we suspected it, to be fair.” Benjamin said, with a little smile. “To make you 
change your mind once you are set on something, we know it’s mission impossible. But we 
thought about something. Explain to him the plan.” he said, turning himself towards another 
firefighter, sitting at the end of the table. 

He spoke, slightly hesitating: 

“Do you know, William, that my wife works at the vaccination center?” 
William didn't really see where he was going with this, but listened. 

“Well let’s say you can book a slot to get vaccinated there. She arranges so that she is 
the one who takes care of you. And then the contents of the syringe end up on the floor and 
not in your arm. After that, you have a valid certificate.” 

William stared at him. He had spent half his life educating the kids around this table and 
teaching them moral righteousness. 

"A fake certificate? You know what I think about it.” 

Benjamin replied, almost outraged : 

“No no, it’s a real certificate! You’re registered within the national database!” 

What William didn't know was that some members of the station had already obtained their 
certificate that way. Seeing the faces of his colleagues, he understood that many in the room 
actually knew about this scheme. 

“Guys, thank you for your help. But you know me, I don't want a fake certificate.” he 
began. Yes, I know it's not really fake, Benjamin, he continued wearily as he saw Benjamin 
open his mouth. But for me, if I do this, it would feel dishonest.” 

“What should we do then?” asked the firefighter who had exposed the scheme. 

“Tt’s simple: if you don’t agree with this certificate, you take responsibility and you 
tell Henry that you too have no certificate. Do you think they would last long if half the 
station is laid off? 

Their faces expressed guilt. 

“William, you need to understand. We have families to feed; we can't afford to risk 
our jobs. You are close to retirement. But we have our whole career left. We can't burn out 
now. And quite honestly, you should do like us.” 

William understood. There would be no revolt, no collective movement. The others had 
already given in. Indeed, the prize was not worth the costs for these young people. But for 


him, the path would be different. 
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“T understand, kiddos, he said, with sadness in his voice. I’m going to go and empty 
my locker as the commander asked me.” 

Feeling desperate, he went up the stairs to the central courtyard. The sun was shining and 
calling for happiness. He headed towards his locker, at the back of the garages. He had 
prepared his fire bag. He opened the locker and began to throw his things in the bag. He 
didn't want to look. Every item, whether his fire boots, his lamp, or even old papers that had 
been hanging out for too long in his locker. His whole life was there, in this locker. 

Once the bag closed, he wanted to leave as quickly as possible. He knew the others 
would want to say goodbye. But William didn't want to talk. He wanted to leave with his 
head held high, with dignity. He hurried into the courtyard, and crossed the gate without even 
looking backward. Leave, leave as quickly as possible. Once outside, he allowed himself to 
catch his breath. 

He returned home. His wife, Annie, was there. She knew that when he came back 
from the station, William was always in a good mood. And he knew that when Annie saw 
him come back, she was always proud and admiring of her husband. So, when she asked him 
how his day was, William couldn't bring himself to tell her what had happened. Too much of 
a coward to tell her the truth, William managed yet to find the sufficient courage to feign his 
usual enthusiasm. He only found a little respite once he and Annie each turned off the 
bedside lamps. In a last effort, he managed to maintain his composure and the illusion of 
normality and wished Annie goodnight. 

The hours passed and William, awake in his bed, could not sleep. Annie had been 
sleeping for a long time: he had heard her breath becoming slow and deep. In William's head, 
the images of the day flashed by. But he still couldn't comprehend that he had been kicked out 
of the station. One o'clock, two o'clock, three o'clock in the morning. After a while, exhausted 
and with his brain boiling from having revived during hours his interview with the captain, 
William managed to convince himself that all of this was just a bad dream. He fell deeply 
asleep, finding rest for a few hours. 

He woke up early. The light of dawn penetrated through the shutters. A few birds 
could be heard singing, announcing the start of the day. William got out of bed. A few 
seconds after waking up, everything came back to his mind. He pictured again his arrival at 
the firestation, his interview with the captain, his meeting with his friends, emptying his 
locker and leaving hastily. He slipped out of the bedroom, gathered his gear. Boots, jumpsuit, 
helmet, he piled all of it in his fire bag. He told himself that perhaps when he arrived at the 
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station, everything would be as usual. And then he was unconsciously delaying the moment 
when he should explain the situation to Annie. 

By taking the path he knew by heart, William reassured himself. “They can’t do that 
to me after all. Not after so many years of service. I was there at the start of the pandemic, 
when no one wanted to go on duty. And then Henry just wanted to scare me. I’m sure this 
morning everything will be as usual.” William approached the gate confidently. The same 
young firefighter was waiting in front of the gate, and looked uneasy when he saw William. 

“Hey! How are you?" William tried. 

“Hi William. Good, and you? I’m controlling the certificates.” 

William did not fully understood the last part of the sentence. What was he controlling? He 
looked at him, surprised. 

"The vaccine certificate, William.” he continued, wavering. “I’m not the one deciding, 
William. It’s the firestation’s policy.” 

"I do not have one." 

That's all William could say. Obviously he couldn't come back to the station. But the 
firefighter had not firmly dismissed him, so William remained at the gate talking with him. 
The situation was quite awkward. After a while, seeing the other firefighters gathering in the 
courtyard, he tried his last shot: 

“T have to go inside. I'm on shift in five minutes and I need to change. For the 
certificate, I will see it directly with Henry.” 

The firefighter looked at him. In the station, everyone knew about the interview 
between the captain and William. And the firefighter was rather on William's side. But the 
pity was hard to bear. And without the firefighter being able to explain it, his pity was slowly 
changing into anger and hatred towards William. Exasperated to see him stand like a beaten 
dog at the gate, and furious at being in the role of the bad guy, he delivered the final blow: 

“Henry has already found you a replacement. Sorry William, we don't need you today. 
I’m closing the gate, I have to join the ranks for the flag-raising ceremony.” 

He closed the gate and went to join the group, leaving William at the door. From afar, 
William watched the flag-raising ceremony take place. He wasn't sure whether to stay or go. 
Then, around half past eight, seeing everyone taking his position and getting busy in the 
station, he ended up leaving. 

He didn't know what to think, or what to do. It was the end of his world. Everything 
was falling apart. Only habit allowed him to find his way home. Arriving in front of his little 
house, he dropped his bag on the edge of the sidewalk. Through the window he saw Annie, 
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busy in the kitchen. Suddenly, she looked outside, and her eyes met those of William, 
expressing not the pride she usually had when he returned from the station, but surprise and 
worry. William realized that in a moment she was going to come out and that he would have 


to explain everything to her. Then the world would collapse for good. 
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Chapter 3: Robert 


The train station’s platform was almost empty on this Sunday evening. Some benches, 
a few vending machines, and occasionally a traveler with his suitcase or his backpack. From 
a distance, I heard the train arriving with a muffled noise. The train stopped before my eyes. I 
looked around for my train car, a few dozen meters to my right. I went up the small staircase 
to the top floor and I took place in my car. It was half empty. 

The train quickly left the station, and was now traveling at full speed through the 
night. I took advantage of the fact that all the neighboring seats were empty to drop off the 
mask that covered my face by a few inches. On my folding table, some biscuits and an open 
bottle of water were cleverly arranged to provide me with an excuse if ever a controller 
caught me with my face uncovered. 

Half an hour after the departure, the controller entered the car, turned around at the 
end of the corridor and walked back in my direction. I was already pretending to take small 
sips from my bottle of water, before slowly lifting my mask. I knew very well that he knew 
that this was all just a show. I looked at him, to make him understand that I didn’t believe nor 
agreed with this nonsense. 

He flew past while glaring at me. A minute later, I heard an announcement over the 
loudspeaker: “Wearing a mask is mandatory. You can remove it to eat a real meal, but it is 
forbidden to snack with the intention of keeping it down for too long.” 

Who could judge what was a real meal and what was snacking? Their desire for 
control was becoming ridiculous. I had seen the inquisitive look of the controller, and I 
anticipated he would be back shortly after. I carefully kept my mask above my nose so as not 
to be caught. 

As expected, the controller returned moments later, staring at me. But I had my mask 
on. A necessary display of submission after swerving. Deep down, I cursed the power society 
had given this controller, allowing him to force me to cover my face. 

The controller then did a tour of the train car. About fifteen meters away, an elderly 
man with white hair and glasses was reading his newspaper. There were about ten empty 
seats around him, and his mask was placed carelessly below his nose. But he didn't have the 
same vigilance as I did, and the controller swooped on him like a bird of prey towards a lost 


sheep. 
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The discussion wasn't heated enough to be heard from my end of the car, but I still 
followed their silent conversation from afar, which seemed tense. It lasted a minute or two, 
before the controller left the car, looking angry but at the same time satisfied with himself. 

I returned to my activities after this little distraction. However, half an hour later, I felt 
the train slowing down. I didn’t get it. No stops were planned. We had left the south of France 
almost an hour before, and the train had to go straight to Paris, Gare de Lyon. Maybe it was a 
breakdown? I only hoped it wouldn’t take too long and that we wouldn’t fall too far behind. 

The train finally stopped. It was already late and the station seemed deserted. On the 
other side of the rails, we could see wasteland and an industrial zone. The ticket offices and 
the few shops in the central building of the station were closed, their shutters all drawn. 
Suddenly, an announcement was heard in the train: 

“This is an exceptional stop to allow the intervention of the police. The police has 
been called to disembark a passenger who was endangering the safety of others. We 
apologize for the inconvenience and should leave the station soon.” 

To my great surprise, I heard the door behind me open. Six railway police officers, 
with handcuffs and weapons on their belts, had entered the car. They moved forward, 
followed by the controller. Taken aback, I felt the breath of the procession as they went past 
me. 

They stopped near the end of the corridor. I saw the controller nod, pointing to the old 
man sitting there, who was still reading his newspaper a minute before. I felt my heart speed 
up. 

“It’s him,” said the controller, a satisfied look on his face. I couldn't hear what the 
railway police was saying to the old man. But the policemen grabbed him by one arm, 
gathered his things, and dragged him along the corridor towards the exit of the car. 

I hesitated to step up. Was that even possible? But they got out so quickly that I didn't 
have the time to make up my mind. I was able to wallow in the cowardice of my own safety. 
Safe as long as we showed the rituals signs of submission and obeyed wisely, of course. They 
had disembarked him unceremoniously. However, in my life I had seen much more 
problematic, aggressive or disrespectful passengers, who had never been worried. Weak with 
the strong and strong with the weak, that seemed to be the motto. The train started again, 
soon heading at full speed towards Paris and its warm lights, leaving behind this cold and 
deserted station with its only passenger on the platform. 

Our train left, and Robert was still in shock. On the platform, the head of the escort 


lectured him: 
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“You are putting others and especially yourself in danger with this type of behavior, 
sir.” 

Robert looked at him, not really knowing what to answer. The police officers were half 
Robert's age. 

“T was alone in the wagon, I wasn’t putting anyone in danger,” he dared. 

“Don't start justifying yourself,” he replied. “This time, we are willing to let you go 
freely. But just know that we could take you into custody if we wanted.” 

That was it, he had finished his sermon. The police left him in front of the station, 
wishing him a good evening. Robert found himself alone with his suitcases. There was not a 
living soul. No one in sight, except for the two police vehicles that were driving away. The 
few shops on the square were all closed. It was Sunday evening after all. “And where am I 
going to sleep?” Robert wondered. He regretted not having a smartphone. If his daughter had 
been there, she would have taken her smartphone out and found him a hotel in less than ten 
minutes. For a moment, he cherished the temptation to call his daughter and ask for help. 
Also because he was a little distressed, and he wanted to talk to someone close to him. But 
his pride stopped him from doing so. He couldn't bring himself to tell her that he had been 
thrown off the train. “Like a child being kicked out” he thought. It was so humiliating. 

He decided to explore his surroundings and began to wander the nearby streets. A 
few buildings as well as small townhouses with decrepit facades made up the setting. No 
shop opened either, apart from a small grocery store lit by buzzing neon lights. Around the 
next corner, Robert came upon a group of misfits hanging around, with empty beer cans and a 
pool of spittle at their feet. Robert did not feel safe, and decided to head back towards the 
station. Returning to the central square, the white stone facade of the station appeared to him 
like a refuge. He arrived in front of the station and put his hand on the doorknob, hoping that 
the hall would still be accessible. Fortunately, the station was not closed and Robert pushed 
the door open. In the hall, he sat down in a corner, on a set of wooden armchairs with metal 
armrests. “But what am I going to do?” he thought, tears welling up in his eyes. 

Once seated, the state of extreme tension he had been in since leaving the train began 
to slacken. He started to feel all the violence of his expulsion. “I barely raised my voice... No 
insults, no threats. And they take me out like a thug,” he thought, feeling sorry for himself, 
crushed under the weight and arbitrariness of this injustice. 

On the blue screen showing the departures, Robert saw the next train to Paris: six in 
the morning. “That only leaves me with nine hours to wait,” thought Robert. “I'm going to 


stay here, and tomorrow morning take this train. Everything will be fine then.” Robert had a 
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terrible night. Between the lights of the station and his uncomfortable position on the wooden 
armchairs, it was impossible to sleep. You can't lie down on these chairs, with the armrests 
sticking out. It was perhaps done on purpose, to prevent homeless people from sleeping there. 
Robert found this really petty, before thinking to himself that this was maybe better for him. 
If it had been cozier, maybe the station would have been a haven for the homeless, looking 
for a refuge for the night. This thought made Robert slightly more anxious, knowing that he 
was in a place that was neither closed nor secure. The cold and discomfort caused him to 
change positions and wake up every ten minutes. His back was stiff and he felt tingly from 
sinking into the hard wood of the chairs. 

At some point, he thought he was going to break down and start crying. And he 
started to understand something. Even if he broke down and collapsed in tears in this deserted 
station hall, no one would come to help him. Robert had never felt so alone in his life. He 
thought of his daughter again. She was the only person he had now, his wife having died a 
few years previously. His daughter, his neighbors, a few friends he still saw from time to 
time. Those who still remained in his life after more than a year of lockdown and isolation. 
He began to dream of having his daughter with him. At this very moment, she was probably 
asleep in her small condo, in a bed with clean sheets, under a soft duvet. That people were 
sleeping in a real bed seemed unreal to him. Meanwhile, a mouse passed a few meters from 
him on the dirty tiles of the station, under the pale light of the ceiling lamps. Cold was 
beginning to settle in the room, and he felt it creeping up his spine. 

When day finally dawned, Robert was a shadow of his former self. Exhausted, cold 
and hungry, he spent the last hour waiting for the train from Paris, standing on the platform, 
pacing back and forth. Dawn had brought him hope: at least this terrible night would end. 
Twenty minutes before the train arrived, he was even surprised to see other people arriving on 
the platform. He was no longer alone in a parallel universe; he was back to normality. The 
train loomed in the distance, speeding down the rails towards the station. When the train 
stopped, Robert saw two controllers get out of the car in front of him, their masks tightly 
fitted on their faces, their eyes stern. He almost fainted when he thought about his expulsion 
the night before. He gathered his strength, took out his mask, and headed towards the 


entrance. He understood that he had lost this battle, and that he would have to submit. 
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Chapter 4: Emily 


Emily was slaloming between the delivery men and the few bypassers bold enough to 
venture onto the two-way cycling lane. On her old Peugeot bike, she easily overtook most of 
the other cyclists. The gloomy grayness of January covered the sky, and a light drizzle forced 
Emily to squint her eyes. The biting cold penetrated everywhere, and Parisians were hiding 
their chins in the collars of their coats as they ventured in the streets. With her black sports 
bag slung over her shoulder, she was rushing forward with palpable excitement. Indeed, for 
Emily Tuesday was her football practice day. 

She had played since she was five years old. It was her father, a football fan, who had 
introduced her to the game and bought her first ball. In the elite group of her region, that she 
had attended as a child, some girls had turned professional and today played in renowned 
European clubs. Emily had quickly focused on her studies, and had seen her level drop 
compared to the best when she entered middle school. But she had maintained a very good 
foundation: even without having trained regularly in years, she remained a dangerous player 
on the field. 

When she had moved to Paris for her new job as a project manager, one of the first 
things she had looked for was a football club. She had found a quiet club, with a women's 
section, where she could play without too much pressure from the coaches. She just wanted 
to run on the field and meet a few other people; not train professionally. Her club was part of 
a league that played on Thursday nights and trained on Tuesday nights. At least, before covid 
came and training and competitions were suppressed. To Emily's great pleasure, training had 
resumed a few months ago. 

She entered the park where the club played and went through the gates with her bike 
in hand. She got back on it for the last two hundred meters which separated her from the 
field. Even though she had left work a little early, she was a few minutes late. Night was 
falling, the clock struck seven o'clock, and the street lamps in the park were lit. Emily rushed 
to the edge of the field and placed her bike against the green fence that surrounded it. At a 
glance, she saw her teammates who were already starting to warm up on the field. In the 
beam of the spots, the drizzle stood out. Screams and laughter could be heard from the field. 
Emily threw her sports bag to the ground. Inside, there were cleats, shin guards, her shorts 
and jersey, as well as a towel. As she was often late, she had taken the habit of arriving and 


changing directly at the edge of the field. 
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Emily saw the two coaches, Nabil and Patrick. They were accommodating. They 
knew that Emily worked a lot and that if she was often late, it was not out of bad will. In 
addition, they were very happy to have a good level player on the team. Everyone got along 
very well with them; from time to time they would go for drinks with the team after training. 

Nabil was already on the field and leading the first exercises. With his long black 
padded jacket, he shouted orders to guide the players. Emily greeted Patrick from afar, who 
was waiting at the edge of the field, and walked towards him. Patrick coached but also 
managed the club. A former midfielder who had reached the top level, he was short and lean, 
with brown hair that tended to gray, cut short. Happy to see him, Emily gave him a big smile 
while trotting to meet him. 

As Emily was coming towards him, she noticed that he didn't have his usual smile on 
his weathered face. Instead, he was looking at Emily with a sullen face. When Emily was a 
few meters from him, Patrick called her out in a sharp, almost aggressive tone. 

“Emily, we need to talk.” 

To hear him speak that way hurt her. In an instant, the childish excitement that she had 
felt all afternoon thinking about training faded away. What could Patrick possibly have 
against her? 

“T’m here Patrick. What did you want to tell me? 

“I am sorry, Emily. We got a call from the people that manage the sports complex,” 
said Patrick. “They checked all the vaccination certificates of club members to ensure that 
each person that trains has a valid one.” 

“They are going to come and control every player on the pitch?” Emily asked, half 
annoyed and half sarcastic. 

“You know how it is... They are putting me under pressure, and they threatened the 
club. I’ve always been cool about it and chose to cut you some slack. Besides, I agree with 
you, even if I had no choice with the club, to teach and all that. That's the only reason I took 
their vaccine. That being said, the stakes for the club are too high here. If they catch us, I'll 
be in trouble and we might have to close.” 

Thoughts raced through Emily's head. So she couldn't train anymore? Her throat 
tightened. They were taking the last thing she had left. She looked at Patrick in the eyes, and 
saw that he was serious. 

Emily started thinking back to how it all happened. The announcement of the 
mandatory vaccine certificate the previous summer, which had taken all the youth by 


surprise. By fear of reprisals, almost everyone had resigned himself. But not her. It wasn’t 
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possible. It was above all the way of doing things that had triggered her. She remembered, 
three weeks before the announcement of the certificate as a means of access to public places, 
hearing members of the government thundering that this system they were putting in place 
will never be applied to “places of daily life”. Emily smiled a little as she thought about the 
exact formula. The certificate had started as a simple way to control access to large 
gatherings. These events no longer existed for more than a year and a half, so reopening them 
under the conditions of being vaccinated or having a negative test seemed like recovering 
some degree of freedom, almost like something rational. But the rot had set in. To reassure 
the political opposition and give pledges to the counter-powers, everyone had paraded in the 
newspapers, the television sets, even in the hemicycle of the National Assembly, to ensure 
that never, ever, would they dare extend those measures. So they were accepted. Just three 
weeks later, they broke their word and did the exact opposite of what they had promised. The 
head of State announced overnight that all public places would be now subject to the 
certificate. And there was the manner. Accusing those who were not vaccinated of being 
dangerously irresponsible, when until now they had pretended that everyone was free to 
choose. 

For Emily, it was a no-go. Something in her had risen against this violence, which she 
deep inside felt as an injustice, touching what was most sacred: her own body. And the more 
society showed itself violent, using blackmail and social pressure to make her bend, the more 
her will strengthened. 

It seemed so unreal and yet, one day, all public places began to control the codes and 
turn away the untouchables. Social life became increasingly hard to maintain. And in all of 
this, football was her only breath of fresh air. Even though she couldn't participate in the 
Thursday matches because they had controlled certificates from the beginning. She could still 
train, once a week, in the evening, on Tuesday. But she knew that it was going to blow over 
one day or another. 

Her friends at the club had offered her an alternative. They all had a certificate : too 
complicated to live without one. But it was an open secret that some had obtained it 
fraudulently. A nursing acquaintance, a friend who worked at a vaccination or a testing 
center, it was enough to know someone who had access to the system to get your certificate. 
One evening, after training, they tried to reason with her. As they walked toward the exit of 
the park, they told her about a plan. A friend of a friend from the club had covid and accepted 
to be tested for others. She took their social security details, and went to a poorly organized 


pharmacy to run a test using their identity. This gave a valid certificate for a few months. 
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The proposition had tempted Emily. She could already see herself playing at the 
Thursday matches. And then she thought she could have everything back. Have a coffee, go 
to the movies, ride a train. Happiness appeared to her as a tangible reality. But Emily felt that 
cheating to get out of her situation was not an option. This would mean accepting this system 
in some way, by making the effort to comply with it. She had kindly thanked her friends, and 
told them she preferred not to cheat. She felt disappointment on their side - they needed her 
on the team - and a slight irritation. Deep down, even if they understood her, her friends 
found that she was too stubborn. And also, her refusal to cheat reminded them of their own 
duplicity. 

It had been hard for Emily. It would have been easier to not have this choice. She still 
refused. Even though she knew Patrick was taking a risk by accepting her on Tuesdays, and 
that it wouldn't last forever. And now the day she had been dreading had arrived. 

Patrick still hadn't managed to explicitly tell Emily to leave practice, although they 
both understood very well what this conversation was about. Despite the aggressive tone he 
had adopted at the start of their discussion, it broke his heart to have to turn Emily away. 
“Such a nice kid,” Patrick thought. “Who did nothing, and yet is punished. We really live in 
strange times.” Emily had the politeness and decency to bring the matter forward herself: 

“T guess I can’t come to training anymore? 

Patrick didn't really know what to answer. He felt so bad about kicking out one of his favorite 
students that he beat around the bush again. 

“If they see you training, they may decide to close the club.” 

As if to compensate, Patrick asked Emily if she still wanted to have a drink with the rest of 
the team after the match. Emily looked at him, on the verge of laughing: 

“Patrick...” started Emily. 

“What?” he replied. 

“Sports clubs aren't the only places where you need a certificate... I can't go to the bar 
or restaurants either.” 

“T'm really sorry, Emily, I had...” 

“Forgotten? Don't worry, at least you made me laugh! I'm going home, Patrick, don't 
worry,” resumed Emily. “Maybe I’Il watch you from afar, for the love of football and the 
pleasure of seeing the girls play.” 

Emily turned around and walked towards her bag, casually placed at the edge of the 
field. Patrick regained the field to lead the warm-up with Nabil. Emily changed her shoes, 
took off her shin guards and shorts, put her clothes back on and gently folded her things into 
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her bag. She had plenty of time. On other days, at the same time, she had barely left her 
office. 

Emily picked up her bag, and looked at the field again. The warm-up had ended, and 
players were taking a breather while walking on the field. Mist evaporated from their faces, 
condensed by the winter cold. Emily met her friends' gaze. One look and everything was said. 
Regrets, guilt, and at the same time a bit of anger towards Emily's inflexibility which 
reminded them of their own weakness. And the feeling of accepting one more injustice in this 
world. Emily waved her hand at them, as if to say: “Enjoy it for me! I don’t blame you.” She 
turned back and walked slowly towards the end of the field. A dirt road went up on a small 
hill. Emily climbed on and sat on a bench. From there, she could see the practice. She 
wrapped herself in her coat; it was cold. 

And Emily stayed there, the whole training. When it was time for technical exercises, 
she couldn't help doing them as well, without a ball. She thought back to the beginning of the 
certificate. At the time, she felt like it was the end of the world - having to train illegally, 
knowing it was possible only because Patrick had her back. Now she was unambiguously 
forbidden from playing. Who knew how far they would go? It seemed crazy to go any further. 
But the certificate seemed crazy less than six months before. “Maybe one day, I will miss the 
time when I could still watch training from the bench” thought Emily, looking into the 
distance with tears in her eyes, while waving her arm back to greet the small figures waving 


at her from the field. 
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Chapter 5: John 


It was Tuesday morning and John was working from home. It was the end of March, 
but spring had come early and the sun was shining brightly. Since the start of the lockdown, 
John had arranged a corner of his living room as an office, as he now solely worked from 
home. John had finished his last videoconference of the morning. For about ten minutes, he 
had been lost in his thoughts and staring absently out the window. John was thinking of his 
father. He missed him, and above all he was worried for him. 

His father had been diagnosed with cancer last year, and his condition had 
deteriorated considerably in recent months. They lived with John's mother-in-law on the 
coast, three hours away. Their house was on the island of Ré, connected to land by a single 
bridge. This further reinforced the feeling of distance that John was experiencing at this very 
moment. This was the only aspect of lockdown that really bothered John - the artificial 
distance it placed between him and his father. 

While thinking about his father while gazing out the window at the flowering trees, 
John heard a vibration, and saw a number appear on the screen of his phone. It was the 
number of his mother-in-law, Karen: 

“Hello Karen? How are you doing? 

“Hello John,” she replied in her quavering voice. “Thanks for asking. Not very well, 
actually. That’s why I’m calling you.” She marked a pause. “Your dad... he’s not doing well. 
Doctor Martin told me to call you.” 

“What is happening?” John asked worriedly. 

“We don't really know,” Karen told him. “But suddenly he has trouble breathing, 
getting up... He hardly eats anymore. I think you need to come. Your father wants to see 
you.” 

“Good,” said John. “I will make sure to come as quickly as possible.” 

“What are you going to do about your work?” Karen asked him. 

“Tt’s not work that worries me,” John replied. “I can always take a few days off. It’s 
lockdown. We are not supposed to leave our houses.” 

After hanging up, John considered his options. He wanted to leave right away, but he 
was trapped by the lockdown. He picked up the phone again and called Dr. Martin, who was 
taking care of his father. He would know what to do. 


“Hello doctor?” 
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“John! I'm glad to have you on the phone. I imagine you spoke with Karen?” 

“Yes, she told me. I have two questions for you, doctor. How urgent is it? And how 
can I come see him despite the lockdown?” 

“For your first question, John, I'm not going to lie to you. It's not going well, and I 
think you need to come quickly. Your father's condition has suddenly deteriorated, and what 
I'm seeing doesn't look very good. The fact that he no longer eats, for example. This is rarely 
a good sign.” He paused for a few seconds. Then went on : “I know it's hard to hear, but I'd 
rather have you know about it so that you can be there if anything happens to your father in 
the next few days.” 

“Thank you, doctor,” replied John. He had always appreciated Dr. Martin's 
transparency and frankness. Over the past year, they had built a real relationship of trust. 

“And what about the lockdown?” replied John. 

“For the lockdown, no problem, John. You can travel if you have a compelling family 
reason, and I think that fits into the box. I will email you a scan of a note so you have it with 
you, if that would reassure you.” 

“Thank you. I would appreciate that. I'll pack my things then.” 

“T'll send you the note,” said Doctor Martin encouragingly. 

An hour later, John had printed the note, called to notify his office of his absence and 
packed his bag. He went to the government website to copy the certificate that allowed one to 
leave his home. More than twenty lines of administrative jargon that had to be written by 
hand, before selecting the reason that concerned John: “Travel for compelling family reasons, 
for assistance to vulnerable people or for childcare.”. His certificate completed, John packed 
the car and went to close the house. But once behind the wheel, he was seized by one last 
doubt. 

Sitting in the front seat, he was looking at his open gate and the suburban street 
behind. What if he gets controlled by the police? Would the certificate and the note from 
Doctor Martin be enough? To get an answer, he took out his cell phone and dialed the number 
of the local police station. They answered almost instantly: 

“Hello Madam,” said John. “I am contacting you because I am getting ready to go see 
my father who is seriously ill in another department. I wanted to know...” 

“Tf this falls within the scope of the certificate?” his interlocutor finished in 


anticipation. 
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“Yes,” admitted John. He felt a little stupid. The police were probably constantly 
receiving calls from people like him, who wanted to be reassured about how they were 
interpreting the rules. 

“Yes sir,” and John felt the policewomen’s voice soften. “No worries,” she said, 
guessing John's embarrassment. “It’s normal, lots of people call us about this, it’s not easy to 
know what we have the right to do or not. You can go, do not worry yourself,” she concluded. 

“Thank you,” said John. 

“And good luck to your father,” she told him kindly before they hung up. 

John felt much better. The confrontation with authority had gone much better than expected. 
Not only had the police confirmed that he was within his rights, but the warmth and kindness 
had eased the knot in his stomach that he had been carrying since he had understood that he 
would have to brave lockdown. John turned on the GPS and left the house by turning right 
towards the departmental road. Afterwards, he would join the highway and take two hours 
before arriving at the entrance to the island. 

The journey went smoothly. There was almost no one on the road. It was even 
pleasant. Julian found a feeling of freedom that he had almost forgotten since the start of the 
lockdown, driving at high speed on the deserted highway. He made only one stop, to refuel at 
a gas station. No one in the toilet, no queue when going to pay for his snack; this lockdown 
wasn't that bad, he thought with a smile. John took advantage of his break to call Karen and 
give her his approximate arrival time. 

As he arrived at the entrance of the bridge, John felt a hint of stress. He had just seen, 
from a distance, two parked police cars and policemen checking cars. But John reassured 
himself by remembering the conversations he had both with Doctor Martin and his local 
police station before leaving. The policeman signaled him to slow down, pull over and open 
the window. John's stress level increased. 

“Hello sir,” the policeman said to him. 

“Hello”, replied John, unsure of himself. 

John had a bad feeling. The policeman's authority was clearly displayed, and John already 
felt guilty even though he had barely said hi. He began to explain his case, but felt that he 
was not clear. 

“T'm coming to see my father. He lives on the island, and he is very ill.” 

John felt disconcerted by the policeman's impassivity. He didn't know whether to continue or 


not. He gave additional details : 
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“T contacted his doctor who I know well. I have a note from him that explains the 
situation.” 

He handed over the email from Doctor Martin that he had printed. By using the word “note”, 
John had the unpleasant sensation of being a child at school who showed a “note” from his 
parents to justify an absence. The policeman glanced at him sideways before looking over the 
paper. He looked at John again with a doubtful and mocking look. 

“Do you know that you are the third one since this morning who has come to see his 
sick father?” said the policeman. “But you are the first to have a word from 
“doctor” martin03@gmail.com... funny email, don’t you think?” 

John didn't know what to say. He felt that the discussion was turning to his disadvantage, and 
that the policeman did not believe him at all. 

“Listen sir, I can't help it if it's Doctor Martin's email. You must surely know him, 
right?” 

“I'm not from here,” said the policeman, nodding towards the bridge and the island. “I 
don't know Dr. Martin. On the other hand, I know well the people who come to their vacation 
homes despite the lockdown. I told you, you are the third today. So not only you cannot pass, 
but it will also be a fine for non-compliance with lockdown.” 

John could not respond, as he was under the shock of the injustice of what he just heard. He 
called Doctor Martin, the only one who could intercede on his behalf. He put him on 
speakerphone after briefly explaining the situation to him. Doctor Martin gave the policeman 
a tough scolding, who for a moment seemed taken aback. But once the phone conversation 
was over, the policeman resumed his arrogant attitude, even more aggressive than before. 

“As far as I know, it could be anyone,” he said firmly. 

John cut him off: 

“Look, I even got the approval of my local police station. I completed the certificate, I 

have the approval of the doctor, I even have my father's residence certificate in my emails if 


1”? 


you want to have it. I can't have anything more, now please let me through!” He had gotten a 
little upset. 

“No,” replied the policeman. “You do not have the right to travel, even less between 
two different departments. It’s lockdown, not party time.” 
John felt desperate. What could he do? Meanwhile, the policeman, who had asked him for his 
identification at the start of the interview, was in the process of writing him a fine. He handed 


it to him, before saying in an authoritative tone: 


“Here is your fine for non-compliance with lockdown. Now please turn around.” 
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For a short moment, John saw himself forcing the blockade and running into the police, 
smashing their car parked across the bridge. But he quickly came to his senses. He felt so 
alone, so helpless. John turned around and started driving in the opposite direction. 

During the entire return journey, he felt dazed, unable to comprehend what had just 
happened to him. It was only once back home, when he saw the five missed calls from Karen 
and the three from Doctor Martin, and when he thought back to the scene at the bridge, that 
he came to his senses and found his confidence back. In the comfort of his home, he became 
rational again. He should have been more assertive, escalated the situation to get the attention 
of the other policemen, explained the situation by putting Doctor Martin back on 
speakerphone. He should have done something, even if it meant forcing the barrage. We were 
talking about his dying father. 

After a long conversation with Dr Martin on the phone, he regained his confidence 
and was persuaded to try again the next day. Dr Martin had promised to come and pick him 
up directly on the bridge in case the police were still there. John didn't even unpack his bag, 
which he left in the car. He called Karen back to tell her that he would arrive the next day 
around noon. He went to bed early, eager to see him tomorrow so he could erase this 
traumatic scene and finally go see his father. 

The next morning, John was taking his coffee when Karen's number appeared on his 
phone. He picked up, but Karen did not answer when John said hello. He simply heard deep, 
panting breathing and sobs on the other end of the line. And he understood immediately. John 


couldn't help but think: did a funeral represent a valid “compelling family reason”? 
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Supplementary material 


Each story, while fictionalized, is directly inspired by events that really took place in France, 
during the years of 2020 and 2021. The reader will find some of the material that inspired the 


stories below. 


“I came on-duty and was thrown out like nothing, after 21 years of service. My self-test was 
not enough for them, one of the firefighters told the newspaper. They wanted to make an 
example and we were the first to pay the price. » 

Vaccine certificate. They were not vaccinated: firefighters from Haute-Savoie suspended. 


Link. 


“The controllers first called him to order but it didn't work. So they decided to take the hard 
way. The agents carried out an “injunction to get off the train”, a type of disembarkation 
authorized by law. The passenger who was resistant to wearing a mask was welcomed by the 
gendarmes and railway security at the Valence TGV station, a stop not initially planned.” 


SNCF: A passenger disembarked from a train after refusing to wear a mask. Link 


Montpellier: €405 fine for drinking rosé with friends on Grand-Travers beach. Link. 


“If the vast majority of professional athletes are now vaccinated, the last holdouts find 
themselves up against the wall. It will be impossible for them to train in structures open to the 
public and to take part in competitions.” 

Vaccination pass: amateur, professional, French or foreign athletes... How the new law will 


change the situation. Link 


“Despite exchanges of SMS with the gendarmes of his department who gave him the green 
light to go and a certificate from the family doctor on the father's state of health, he was 
prevented from crossing the Île de Ré bridge. by the police. He was also fined and his father 
died three days later.” 

State condemned for preventing man from seeing his dying father during lockdown in 2020. 


Link 
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